Helping alliance and outcome in psychotherapy: what predicts what in routine outpatient treatment?
This naturalistic longitudinal study analyzed the reciprocal dependency of the helping alliance and symptom outcome over the course of mid- and long-term outpatient psychotherapy as practiced in routine care in Germany. Patient-rated helping alliance and symptom distress were assessed repeatedly over a 2-year period in a sample of 259 outpatients in psychodynamic, cognitive-behavioral, and psychoanalytic psychotherapy. Hierarchical linear models showed that initial symptom distress negatively predicted subsequent quality of the helping alliance but not vice versa. Only initial symptom distress affected symptom status at the last treatment session. These results raise doubts about the helping alliance being a strong predictor of outcome and indicate that other patient and therapist variables might be more important for treatment success.